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Nothing less than perfect: female celebrity, ageing and hyper-scrutiny
in the gossip industry
Kirsty Fairclough*
School of Media, Music and Performance, University of Salford, Salford, UK
From Perez Hilton to Lainey Lui, the figure of the gossip blogger no longer exists
solely on the periphery of celebrity culture. The ‘bitchy’ personas that celebrity gos-
sip bloggers espouse are now firmly embedded within mainstream media. Gossip blogs
regularly feature posts that scrutinise female celebrities in terms of how well, or not,
they age. Much of this scrutiny is centred on narratives of cosmetic surgery. This arti-
cle will examine such narratives and discuss the ways in which the construction of the
ageing female celebrity and the state of endless transformation that is so revered in
neo-liberal and post-feminist cultures operates in the gossip industry, suggesting that
the notion of continual self-maintenance through consumption has become a necessity
in a society that rewards continual corporeal change.
Keywords: celebrity; ageing; post-feminism; gossip industry; blogging; cosmetic
surgery
Introduction
Female celebrities are constantly scrutinised and surveilled in gossip culture. Their faces
and bodies are regularly pored over, searching for evidence of ageing, surgical enhance-
ment and cosmetic modification. The gossip industry has made the hyper-scrutiny of the
female celebrity its major focus and cosmetic surgery when related to celebrity culture has
been routinely represented as either glamorous and desirable or as monstrous and abject.
In the gossip industry, speculation around celebrity surgery provides a rich and ongoing
source material in which the surgical enhancement, transformation and tightening of the
celebrity body have become anobsession. Inextricably linked to this debate is the narrative
of the ageing woman.
This article is concerned both with how representations of ageing as a gendered
construct in celebrity culture and the discourses of hyper-scrutiny surrounding female
celebrities and cosmetic surgery operate as a tool of post-feminism, invoking particular
models of the feminine self. I propose that the primary function of the celebrity gossip
industry is the hyper-scrutiny of the female celebrity, where they are examined in terms of
how effectively they lock into prescribed notions of post-feminist beauty norms of which
the invisibility of ageing is a fundamental component.
Female celebrities have become the chief site upon which contemporary tensions and
anxieties surrounding femininity, motherhood, body image, cosmetic surgery, marriage and
ageing are played out. The corporeal is the principal means by which the famous women
are now represented; it is the celebrity’s face and body that become the locus for discussion
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Celebrity Studies 91
in both printed and online discourse. These bodies are still revered and aspired to, but they
are also exposed, examined and scrutinised in order to reveal their corporeal construction.
In an increasingly individualistic culture, a woman’s outward appearance represents her
entire selfhood, and it is both pertinent and timely to examine the flow of discourses about
ageing and cosmetic surgery that circulate in and out of celebrity culture.
Popular discourses surrounding female celebrities and cosmetic surgery most often
emerge from a post-feminist perspective. Post-feminism is a term made up of multiple and
conflicting meanings, and in this context, I refer to Rosalind Gill’s conception of post-
feminism as a distinctive sensibility consisting of a number of interrelated themes. These
include ‘Femininity as a bodily property; the shift from objectification to subjectification;
an emphasis upon self surveillance, monitoring and self-discipline; a focus on individual-
ism, choice and empowerment; the dominance of a makeover paradigm; and a resurgence
of ideas about natural sexual difference’ (Gill 2007, p. 148). These themes have provided
the basis for analysis by some feminist scholars and are a useful touchstone from which to
ground this analysis. In celebrity culture, transgression of post-feminist norms is subject to
excoriating attack, particularly in the case of ageing and cosmetic surgery. The age narra-
tive is a central trope in gossip culture where the perpetual discussion of the age of female
celebrities and whether their behaviour, lifestyle and look are ‘age appropriate’ reflects a
deeply entrenched double standard.
Gossip tropes and ageing
Celebrity gossip is of course nothing new. Gossip mavens such as Louella Parsons and
Hedda Hopper were prolific during the Hollywood Studio System and often operated in
conjunction with the studios. Later, the gossip industry began to provide the public with
more salacious rumour and scandal about Hollywood stars through magazines such as
Confidential. In the digital era, the gossip industry is thriving. From well-known gossip
mavens such as Perezhilton and Laineygossip to spin-off sites associated with tabloid and
gossip magazines such as US Weekly and Heat, the celebrity gossip blog is now firmly
embedded within celebrity culture and is hinged on the hyper-scrutiny of the famous.
Gender is an important construct in celebrity culture, yet it is only recently that it has
become part of the theoretical, conceptual and historical interrogation of the field, as work
in celebrity studies has increasingly addressed the gendered nature of celebrity.
Negra and Holmes suggest:
It is essential to consider the extent to which contemporary female celebrities are placed to
operate as lightning rods for a range of concerns. These concerns are certainly diverse and
multifaceted, and might be understood to encompass everything from the quality of current
media and culture and the unstable relationship between talent and fame, to the growing gap
between the super-wealthy and the public at large. (Negra and Holmes 2008)
Indeed, the preoccupation in the media with the faces and bodies of celebrities is firmly
centred on women, and discourses surrounding the female body are deeply embedded
in the currency of the gossip industry. The gender politics of contemporary celebrity is
highly visible through the gossip blog, often a more derisive alternative to the printed
gossip magazine, which actively deconstructs the female celebrity image in ways that are
distinctly post-feminist in that they encourage and privilege hyper-femininity, perpetual
transformation and often espouse conservative views regarding gender roles. Celebrity
gossip magazines and blogs lock women in a seemingly endless process of reinventing
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92 K. Fairclough
the neo-liberal self, providing sites to negotiate this self through evaluating celebrities and
their lifestyle choices, allowing the façade of choice to be deeply inscribed within it. In this
context, gossip bloggers have the ability to essentially eradicate the carefully crafted image
that the entertainment industry works to cultivate and maintain. As Anne-Helen Petersen
suggests, ‘As new media technology makes New Hollywood’s mechanisms visible, gossip
bloggers utilise this visibility to influence consumption. Bloggers illuminate the star sys-
tem, and in so doing, alter our expectations and understanding of stars and their importance
in society today’ (Petersen 2007).
It is certainly not new to suggest that ageing as represented in the mainstream media
is linked to a range of negative connotations. In popular culture the older female body is
particularly vilified. Ageing is configured in contemporary society as a kind of narcissis-
tic problem and exists as an embarrassing reminder to a celebrity-obsessed transformation
focused society that ultimately there is no successful way to fight it. Audiences are con-
stantly bombarded with ways to overcome the ageing ‘problem’ through advertising,
marketing, the visibility of youthful older people in celebrity culture and through the pro-
motion of a lifestyle trajectory that suggests there is no need to succumb to old age any
longer, as the technologies exist to stave it off or at least keep it at bay. The abject dread of
ageing is hidden or at least allayed by the escapist narratives played out in celebrity culture,
which promotes both the fear of ageing and the technologies to camouflage it. The roots of
youth are deeply woven into culture, where there is an obsessive need to hold onto markers
of youth as long as possible to the point that youth now appears to stretch out farther into
middle age than ever before.
To this end, there has been both an intensification of the visibility and sexual objectifica-
tion of the older woman in popular culture, particularly on US and UK television with series
such as Desperate Housewives (Channel 4 2004–present), Cougar Town (ABC 2009–
present) and Mistresses (BBC 2008–2010) (see also Betty Kaklamanidou’s essay in this
edition for discussion of celebrity cougars), all of which feature the relationships between
groups of women post-forty. This may be seen as a positive shift in the representation of
‘older’ women and is in line with more general societal attitudes, where representations
of ageing have undergone seismic shifts in recent years. More active populations, lifestyle
industries creating an idealised older age and cosmetic surgery developments and its acces-
sibility have contributed to a perceived ‘ageless’ society. This idea became entrenched
in popular culture as the baby boomer generation aged. Chris Gilleard states, ‘Ageing,
or rather resisting ageing began to emerge as a new theme within contemporary culture.
By the early 1980s, middle age had become the new cultural battlefield as a post-youth
transformation of consumer culture began to gain momentum. Those who had been young
in the 1960s were reluctant to forfeit the benefits of youth and its freedoms now that they
were reaching mid-life’ (Gilleard 2005, p. 158). Yet as a consequence of these shifts, and
especially in a post-feminist context, women are not allowed to grow old naturally and are
encouraged to fight the ageing process at every turn, as there is apparently no reason not to
engage with technologies to stave off ageing when they are seemingly available to all. This
places further responsibility on the individual in a neo-liberal context, where they must
be in complete control of their own lives and ageing process. Indeed, in a post-feminist,
neo-liberal society, ageing is not something to be feared, but must be both celebrated and
fought; women must battle nature in order to look much younger to adhere to and main-
tain the fantasy of the sexualised middle-aged woman. In this stage of life, women are
encouraged to adopt strict regimes in order to be considered still attractive and youthful.
In this context the overriding trope is concerned with the suspension of time in order to
maintain currency. Age anxieties are intrinsic to the gossip industry, where there is a consis-
tent focus on discourses of age, be it whether a celebrity is behaving in an age-appropriate
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Celebrity Studies 93
way, how they dress for their age and if and how well they stave off the ageing process by
participating in cosmetic surgery. Here the female celebrity is reduced to a number of body
parts that are scrutinised for signs of surgical work. Sadie Wearing suggests, ‘Ageing in
postfeminist culture seems marked by both a gesturing toward utopian desires to transcend
time and chronology evident in makeover paradigms and a concurrent tendency to empha-
sise time, chronology and generational (and sexual) difference’ (Wearing 2007, p. 298).
Wearing locates the nexus of post-feminist approaches to ageing; that is, the uncovering
of an essentialist version of femininity that lies at the heart of celebrity culture. What
must also be considered a key focus of the gossip industry in post-feminist culture is
the consistent discussion of the ‘appropriateness’ of the female celebrity in terms of their
age, situating women in categories according to chronology. It is this ‘correct and proper’
approach to fighting ageing that pervades much of the gossip industry in conjunction with
advertising images, television and other media, which present ways to become like the
celebrity and ‘overcome’ the signs of ageing or to look ‘ageless’.
In her article on performing age and gender, Kathleen Woodward points to this over-
riding negative association with ageing in Western culture. Woodward explores what she
terms ‘the youthful structure of the look’, which exhorts us to pass for younger once we
reach a certain age.
She explains:
In our mass-mediated society, age and gender structure each other in a complex set of
reverberating feedback loops, conspiring to render the older female body paradoxically both
hypervisible and invisible. It would seem that the wish of our visual culture is to erase the
older female body from view. The logic of the disappearing female body would seem to be
this: first we see it, then we don’t. (Woodward 2006, p. 163)
This hyper-visibility of the older female body is evident in gossip culture represented in
largely negative terms unless it has been modified ‘correctly’ by cosmetic surgery or is
considered hyper-feminine and associated with glamour. Women in their sixties and seven-
ties such as Sophia Loren and Raquel Welch are repeatedly held up as the epitome of older
glamour. They are associated with a nostalgic notion of femininity, firmly linked to their
places in Studio System Hollywood, and both have repeatedly denied undergoing cosmetic
surgery, espousing a version of femininity and glamour that is both seemingly natural and
which can be maintained through a healthy living regime.
Representations of cosmetic surgery when linked to celebrity and ageing are mul-
tifaceted, paradoxical and steeped in contradictions. Female celebrities are vilified as
extreme versions of abject plasticity and are in turn routinely praised for ‘fighting the bat-
tle’ with age through embracing the surgical technologies available to them and conversely
revered for growing old naturally. In the gossip industry, famous women and their ageing
narratives are configured in terms of disintegration and invisibility, where youth is linked to
a visible femininity, which must be maintained throughout life. There are now huge contra-
dictions in evidence in celebrity and gossip culture when discussing cosmetic surgery and
the famous. Virginia Blum argues that there is a strong connection between celebrity and
cosmetic surgery, and that contemporary celebrity culture has actually worked to create a
beauty norm that has led to the widespread adoption of cosmetic surgery.
She states:
Of course, stardom can happen only in the context of a large audience that converges in the
celebration of the iconic actor. Consider how necessary this institutionalisation of star culture
has been to the creation of a culture of cosmetic surgery. In order for cosmetic surgery to
be appealing, not to mention a viable professional solution, enough of us have to agree on
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94 K. Fairclough
standards of beauty . . . the star is both the standard and an instrument of standardization.
(Blum 2003, p. 55)
Indeed, these repeated narratives and images have propelled a culture where cosmetic
surgery is not just accepted, but embraced societally as an essential part of the fight against
ageing.
Ageing in the spotlight
It has long been stated that male-dominated Hollywood is notoriously ageist against
women. Men can continue long and successful careers in the film industry as they age, and
yet their women peers struggle to continue to secure lead roles and are rendered almost
invisible. Actors, such as Harrison Ford, Michael Douglas, Sylvester Stallone and Clint
Eastwood, continue to undertake major roles whilst moving beyond middle age. Women
are far less visible in major roles as they age, and the normative structure for women in
roles post-fifty is that their ageing is part of the narrative, as seen in recent films such
as Mamma Mia (2008), The Women (2008), Sex and the City 1 (2008), Sex and the City
2 (2010) and It’s Complicated (2009). For men, ageing is rarely considered part of the
nexus of their characters. Indeed, the male is often portrayed as the ageless ‘hero’, where
the film disregards their age, imagining that time has stood still for the character, espe-
cially in reference to a sequel or franchise. Hollywood has long fed age anxieties and it has
become an oft-repeated exhortation that there are few interesting roles for older actresses
in Hollywood. However, the recent visibility of older women on screen and the greater cov-
erage of older women in the gossip industry in general has been posited as a progressive
move towards inclusivity. Yet, discourses surrounding these women are first and foremost
framed in terms of narratives of ageing, which are always structured in terms of how well
the actress is managing her ageing process.
This utopian ideal of transcending time through cosmetic surgery is firmly ensconced
in celebrity culture and its seductive aura is one that has been routinely criticised by femi-
nists and cultural studies scholars alike. Cosmetic surgery in celebrity culture attempts to
judge women by a particular beauty norm. This norm aims to construct women as ageless,
the face must be taut and smooth, but must no longer adhere to the often-mocked early
advances in face lift technologies, such as the ‘wind tunnel’ look of the 1980s and 1990s,
it must be devoid of wrinkles and the body must be toned and slender, with evidence of
the disciplined, yet discreet work that has been undertaken to achieve it. Indeed, it would
appear that the older woman may well be visible in gossip culture, but she should never
look her age.
Gossip, surgery and hyper-scrutiny
As indicated above, the culture of hyper-scrutiny that exists within the gossip industry is
explicit and contradictory. Aside from well-known gossip mavens, sites such as awfulplas-
ticsurgery.com and famousplastic.com track alleged celebrity surgery in minute detail and
allow readers to view detailed images of celebrity surgery. Such sites present categories
such as Bad Brow Lift, Bad Cheekbone Implants and Awful Plastic Surgery Victims and
simultaneously deride and revere the processes of surgical transformation, both mocking
the celebrity but offering the reader advice and guidance on surgical procedures, where to
gain advice, and so on (Figure 1).
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Celebrity Studies 95
Figure 1. The closely scrutinised changing face of Sandra Bullock.
Sites such as these present their versions of ‘appropriate’ and ‘inappropriate’ age main-
tenance with sections featuring ‘monstrous’ examples of surgery, those that congratulate
celebrities for getting their surgery ‘right’ and those that deride the celebrity for attempting
to transcend time or more pertinently, making visible the signs of labour involved in main-
taining a youthful look. They highlight the perceived difficulties in attempting to maintain
an appropriately feminine public image, career and private life. Indeed this reflects wider
post-feminist trends as Negra and Holmes suggest:
In a postfeminist representational environment, femininity is routinely conceptualized as torn
between chaos and (over) control, serenity and agitation. Female celebrity models for cred-
itably managing the (feminine) ‘work/life balance’ are often positioned as only precariously
and temporarily stabilized; we are invited to play a ‘waiting game’ to see when their hard-won
achievements will collapse under the simultaneous weight of relationship, family and career.
(Negra and Holmes 2008)
Celebrities who appear in complete control of their lives in terms of career, ageing and
personal lives are routinely celebrated, but this is only ever perceived as transient, with the
individual often being represented as alternately control freakish and abject.
Speculation regarding surgery is a preoccupation of the gossip industry and the images
of faces and bodies that gossip bloggers comment on are certainly ideologically complex,
rendered as both monstrous and normal, traversing the fine line between ‘enough’ and ‘too
much’ and creating a dynamic interplay between reader and blogger, blogger and celebrity
and celebrity and reader. Many gossip sites offer the reader paths of negotiation regarding
staving off the ageing process where correct and incorrect versions of celebrity ageing are
presented and justified. This kind of discourse is not exclusive to individual bloggers: in
August 2010 the following discussion of Madonna appeared on Femail, the UK’s Daily
Mail newspaper online site and was widely disseminated across a number of gossip sites:
With her fresh complexion and taut skin, she would have been the envy of many women half
her age. In fact, Madonna looked so youthful as she arrived at her 52nd birthday party in
London at the weekend that some even drew favourable comparisons with her 13-year-old
daughter Lourdes. Sadly for the singer, however, there was one telltale sign that she has not
been immune to the ageing process. A look at her hands as she clutched her black bag and a
chunky gold crucifix showed that there are some things that even careful make-up and a tough
gym regime can’t hide. (www.mailonline 2010a)
Here Madonna is both praised for her ‘fresh complexion’ and ‘taut skin’, usually repre-
sented as the result of numerous cosmetic interventions, and she is then compared with a
teenager. The strict regime that Madonna undergoes to maintain her look is commended,
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96 K. Fairclough
but it is also made clear that not evenMadonna, the foremost example of extreme health and
beauty discipline, is ‘immune’ to ageing and that this is a ‘sad’, but inevitable state. In gos-
sip culture these discourses can be deeply contradictory where not to engage in practices
of transformation means certain descent into career oblivion and engaging in too ‘obvi-
ous’ a way suggests desperation. Famous women are not considered ‘true stars’ if they
make the signs of labour too obvious in the gossip industry. Female celebrities have long
been hounded by the media for attempting to remain youthful by utilising the technologies
available to them. British actress Lesley Ash was one of the first high-profile women to
experience such vitriolic responses. In 2003 Ash underwent a collagen lip filler procedure
that went wrong, giving her unnaturally large lips, which was deemed the ‘Trout Pout’ by
British tabloid newspapers. She was then vilified in the press and gossip industry as an
example of selfish indulgence; a desperate woman trying to stave off ageing.
Surgical and ageing typologies in the gossip industry
I want now to consider how typical discourses in the gossip industry and blog in particular,
generally place female celebrities into surgical and ageing categories, which I shall identify
here as the ‘gruesome’, the ‘desperate’ and the ‘sanctioned’. These categories effectively
outline the flow of discourse that pervades gossip culture in relation to female celebrity and
place women into particular groups, which are then often integrated into their star images
and become part of the circulation of discourse in relation to their celebrity status.
The gruesome
Most apparent is the celebrity as gruesome object. To theorise this term, I turn to Meredith
Jones’s work on magazines and monstrous celebrities (Jones 2008). Jones suggests that
monsters have a special place in the cosmetic surgery world and that celebrities are ‘the spe-
cial agents of an abject, hybrid otherness that cosmetic surgery- as an emerging technology-
requires to make itself legitimate’ (Jones 2008, p. 107). Here she suggests these figures
must exist in order for the ‘new natural’ to be legitimised. In the gossip industry, this
term normally refers to a celebrity whose surgery is constructed as grotesque and who has
undergone several obvious procedures that have resulted in a look that has been deemed as
having ‘gone too far’ and has become shocking and grisly.
These gruesome women are positioned as abject freaks, who lie outside the bound-
aries of appropriate and acceptable feminine selves. They possess a macabre and morbid
look, which operates as a reminder of the perils of both ageing and indulging in excessive
cosmetic surgery. Celebrities such as Cher, Lil’ Kim, Joan Rivers, Priscilla Presley, Joan
Van Ark, LaToya Jackson, Alicia Douvall, Janice Dickinson, Melanie Griffith, Courtney
Love, Lara Flynn Boyle and, most notoriously, Jocelyn Van Wildenstein are routinely dis-
cussed in these terms. Some women in this category became famous directly because of
their surgery, as in Wildenstein’s case, and have openly discussed it; others such as Cher
have had their celebrity status reconstituted due to surgery, to the extent that their star
image is now firmly built upon their surgical interventions. Indeed, it is rare for discourse
in the gossip industry to discuss Cher without some reference to cosmetic surgery. These
women are positioned as having failed to cling on to youth and are discussed in terms
of a warning sign to others of the perils of becoming ‘addicted’ to surgery. Such women
are thus represented in abject terms; they are simply ‘too much’, revealing the labour of
a post-feminist search for agency, but failing in their efforts. The gruesome celebrity acts
as a test case for the policing and regulation of age and femininity, offering a version of
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Celebrity Studies 97
surgical enhancement that the audience can measure themselves against. Jones suggests,
‘The cosmetic surgery recipient, made up of organic and non-organic elements, is a col-
laged hybrid. She must massage a place for herself within the realm of the beautiful and
avoid the grotesque/monstrous. Her hybridity is acceptable if she adheres to strict rules to
do with femininity and age’ (Jones 2008, p. 125).
Cher regularly features in discourses surrounding the gruesome version of the celebrity
face. She has been perceived as the poster girl for cosmetic surgery since the 1990s, and
formerly her look was praised in terms of how well she appeared to transcend her age.
More recently, however, the tone of coverage in gossip culture has become increasingly
malicious. At the December 2010 premiere of her film Burlesque, Cher was described as
looking glamorous and youthful on the red carpet (Daily Mail 2010b). However, close ups
later revealed face lift tape hidden just beneath her jaw line. She was predictably vilified
across the gossip industry and was seen as desperately attempting to cling on to youth,
but this moment was also widely seen as an acceptable improvement on her ‘natural’ look
when she was photographed shortly after in natural daylight. Cher’s faux paswas perceived
as bizarre, gruesome and monstrous, a rather pathetic attempt to hold back, literally, her
already heavily surgically enhanced face. Indeed, the celebrity that makes their cosmetic
surgery too obvious, as in Cher’s case, and becomes cast as gruesome is rejected by culture
and becomes a spectacle to be ridiculed rather than revered. Margrit Shildrick suggests
that ambiguity is what defines the monstrous body as both fascinating and disturbing. She
states, ‘It is not that the monster represents the threat of difference, but that it threatens to
interrupt difference – at least in its binary form – so that the comfortable otherness that
secures the selfsame is lost’ (Shildrick 2002, p. 303).
Cher’s cosmetic surgery creates a disruption between those celebrities who are ‘suc-
cessfully’ ageing with the help of acceptable cosmetic surgery procedures and those who
are failing at the performance of ‘acceptable’ ageing by simply ‘letting themselves go’.
Despite her seemingly following all the ‘acceptable’ paths, the result is that of a face that
embodies both horror and fascination. As with all cosmetic surgery narratives in gossip
culture, this is deeply problematic and contradictory and these women then become part
of the carnivalesque matrix of post-feminist makeover culture, operating as both spectacle
and caveat, warning the reader that there is a price to pay for overindulging in technologies
of cosmetic surgery.
The desperate
The second category constructed by the gossip industry is the ‘desperate’. Celebrities in
this group are generally over forty and have often had successful careers. They are con-
figured as desperate to remain youthful in order to suspend time and reclaim their once
glittering careers and images, but are often constructed as failing at both. Examples of
such women include Nicole Kidman, Meg Ryan, Sharon Stone and Pamela Anderson.
They are positioned as rarely, if ever, making any public acknowledgement of cosmetic
surgery and are pursued by the gossip industry on precisely these terms. Here the celebrity
is both maligned and praised, often treated as anxiously attempting to remain relevant to
the extent that the reconfiguring of their celebrity through cosmetic surgery becomes more
visible than their actual work. A pertinent example of this is Nicole Kidman who appears
regularly in the gossip industry and whose star image has been altered considerably by
gossip culture. Generally considered a serious and accomplished actress, her star image
is becoming more tenuous and is at times located in the category of ‘has-been’ in some
quarters of the gossip industry. High-profile bloggers such as Perez Hilton and Lainey Liu
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98 K. Fairclough
of Laineygossip have been scathing in their discussion of Kidman. Both appear to hinge
their dislike on Kidman’s lack of authenticity, based on the fact that she appears to have
undergone various cosmetic procedures but refuses to acknowledge them. Laineygossip
has taken particular issue with this invisibility of the ‘authentic’ self by renaming Kidman
‘Granny Freeze’. Subsequently, Laineygossip has also named Kidman’s body parts and has
given them a particular narrative of their own. Kidman’s supposedly collagen-enhanced
lips are now deemed by the blogger as ‘Third Lip’. Hilton regularly states that she has a
‘frozen face’ and discussion surrounding Kidman suggests that she is no longer relevant
to the industry, having become old and inauthentic. Consider the following 2010 post from
Perezhilton.com:
Nicole Kidman is a stickler for denying that she has had any work done, even though you
could build an ice rink on her forehead. But it’s actually another part of her anatomy that
got people’s attention at Wednesday’s CMA Awards – her lips! Sources are claiming that the
actress showed up at the event with hubby Keith Urban looking like she had just had her lips
done. One witness said she looked ‘freakish’ and compared her to Meg Ryan! Ouch! It is
obvious she has had massive amounts of Botox put in her face, but the lips . . . we’re not sure.
They sure look like they’ve been plumped, but we wouldn’t go as far to call them freakish.
Maybe it’s just because we’ve seen worse. What do you think? (PerezHilton.com)
Here Hilton suggests Kidman should be open with the public regarding cosmetic
surgery in order to gain approval and popularity. Kidman is compared with Meg Ryan,
whose star image has plummeted in recent years, post lip augmentation. No longer per-
ceived as America’s favourite romantic comedy sweetheart, she is repeatedly represented
as a bitter older woman. These celebrities operate in a difficult space: they are consid-
ered fraudulent, yet appealing, ugly yet beautiful, has-beens, yet in demand. These are
the women who face the most vitriol, represented as oscillating between nostalgic notions
of a better version of themselves and a reinvented youthful version of middle age that is
balanced precariously between the beautiful and the grotesque.
The sanctioned
Lastly, the sanctioned refers to those celebrities who are positioned by the gossip industry
as ageing well and who have purportedly employed the technologies of cosmetic surgery in
‘acceptable’ ways according to the post-feminism and who are held up as beautiful, wom-
anly and appropriately feminine. Examples in this category include Demi Moore, Halle
Berry, Charlize Theron, Cindy Crawford, Andie McDowell and Sandra Bullock.
What links these women is their ability to remain ‘ageless’, as if they have frozen
middle age and left it somehow suspended. This is widely praised in gossip culture, but is
of course precarious.
Demi Moore is a particularly good example of a celebrity who is depicted as engag-
ing in such practices, since she is often held up as the epitome of cosmetic surgery ‘done
right’. Moore starred in a number of successful films during the 1990s including Ghost
(1990), A Few Good Men (1992) and Indecent Proposal (1993), resulting in her being one
of the highest paid Hollywood actresses of the decade. More recently she has repositioned
herself in the industry. She is married to actor Ashton Kutcher, 15 years her junior, and is
consistently featured in the gossip industry as a celebrity who has managed to negotiate the
ageing process skilfully. Rather than entering the category of the abject, freakish or des-
perate, despite her repeated denial of surgery, she is desirable and ‘appropriately’ feminine
(again, see Kaklamanidou’s essay in this edition for discussion of how Moore has been
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constructed as a ‘cougar’). Moore also became an early Twitter user, demonstrating her
knowledge of the mechanisms of the blogosphere and social networking, regularly posting
commentary in response to particular stories about her look, age and surgery rumours in
the gossip industry and also cementing her status as youthful. Her ability to suspend time
and her visibility and participation in gossip culture have both revived her star image and
brought her to the attention of a new generation of fans. Yet, this group is not immune to
derogatory discussion. Perez Hilton routinely comments upon Moore’s image and suggests
that she is ageing well, whilst behaving in ways that are age inappropriate. In a 2010 post,
for example, he commented:
Isn’t she a little old for this?! Demi Moore may have felt the need for everyone to look at her
because the 47-year-old actress took to her Twitter to post pics of her bikini body. The photos
were given the caption, ‘Maybe this is more like summer!’ It’s not that she doesn’t look great,
but we’re starting to understand where her daughters get the need to let their goods hang out.
Grow up, honey! (PerezHilton.com) (Figure 2)
In gossip culture, discourse surrounding cosmetic surgery is most concerned with the
celebrities’ visible management of ageing and how well they tap into technologies that
will allow youth to be extended through the face. This linking of age and surgery becomes
the nexus of post-feminist rhetoric, assuming that the reader can become as beautiful and
youthful as Moore if they only use the technologies available to become an empowered and
appropriately feminine older woman. It is these markers of femininity that are linked with
Moore and her youthful look, the long, glossy hair, the lean body, the wrinkle-free face.
Figure 2. Perez Hilton speculates on Demi Moore’s corporeal transformation.
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She is often pitted against other actresses of her generation such as Meg Ryan, who is rep-
resented as desperate, old and frumpy because she failed to employ cosmetic technologies
successfully, whilst Moore is youthful, fun and hyper-feminine.
Indeed, the constant manufacturing of the look of youth that these women perform,
so consistently feted in popular culture, is made more powerful by the rhetoric of choice
that is deeply inscribed in popular cosmetic surgery. It is sublimely seductive and firmly
emanating from a place of choice, so that the notion of a repressive force underpinning
it becomes almost passé. Women in this group are pertinent examples of post-feminism
in action because they act as examples of what can be achieved, operate as ciphers of
empowerment and essentially provide a topography of what a woman should aspire to
according to post-feminist logic.
Botox Babies
There are other types of discourse reverberating around female celebrity and ageing in
gossip culture. Recently, media attention has focused on the issue of much younger women
undergoing cosmetic procedures before they reach an age where the visible signs of ageing
are even present. It must be recognised that many have never known anything but a cul-
ture where cosmetic surgery is performed on women routinely. There has been growing
‘concern’ in the gossip industry regarding the use of cosmetic surgery on women and
young girls who are deemed too young, certainly propelled by the 23-year-old star of
MTV’s reality series The Hills (2006–2010) Heidi Montag and her much publicised cos-
metic procedures. The term ‘Botox Babies’ has been used to describe young women who
undergo surgical enhancement, such as singer Charice Pempengco, who recently appeared
on television having Botox at 18 years old, as she reportedly wanted to look ‘fresh’ for her
appearance on the hit US television show Glee. Heidi Montag represents the results of the
era’s cultural pressure and appears to have succumbed to the crippling images of beauty
that abound in popular culture (Figure 3).
Montag reportedly underwent 10 surgical procedures in a single day including a chin
reduction, liposuction and rhinoplasty, resulting in an extreme physical transformation that
Figure 3. Heidi Montag’s widely documented before and after surgery images.
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Celebrity Studies 101
was unveiled through the gossip industry. The work prompted widespread condemnation
from the media who were quick to label her ‘Franken-Heidi’ and ‘Franken-Barbie’, relating
her surgeries to mental health problems. Indeed, as in all post-feminist rhetoric, Montag’s
choices are represented as solely her own and she was represented as considering herself
empowered by her decisions, at least initially. However, the gossip industry now codes her
as ‘other’, almost too extreme for popular culture yet firmly a product of it. The mon-
ster she has become here is a surgical one, too many parts constructed from too many
images, a mixture of technologies fighting with one another to be seen. Clearly vulnerable,
Montag assumed that once she had become appropriately feminine, she would regain a
sense of control over her life. In her open discussion of her procedures, Montag was simul-
taneously horrified, fascinated and intrigued, assisting in fuelling a media feeding frenzy
in the pursuit of publicity. Her appearance on ABC’s Good Morning America in January
2010 prompted widespread public outrage and media condemnation (www.abcnews.go.
com). Her need to suspend time at such a young age speaks to an absolute awareness of the
perils of ageing, which according to gossip culture culminates in irrelevance in the indus-
try. Montag’s face is now a composite of what is culturally coded as beautiful, sexual and
feminine. Her almond-shaped eyes, petite nose, full lips, large breasts and tightly sculpted
body are constructed from a set of norms that are valued culturally, yet they appear at odds
with an individual in early womanhood. Indeed, Heidi seems to be gazing out, trapped from
underneath her face, her surgeries speaking for her, telling her that she is her ‘best self’.
Montag may well function as the epitome of a post-feminist culture that places so much
emphasis on the image that a woman so young felt she had to conform, to make her, in
her words, ‘like Barbie’ (www.people.com 2010) and assist her in reclaiming some sense
of agency, now she has become effectively a living embodiment of a Barbie doll. Montag
has been widely condemned because her surgery appears far removed from the current
prescribed look, which in order to remain within the boundaries of acceptability should not
reveal the work. The trickery lies in the ability to disguise the labour involved in order to
maintain the alignment of the inner self and the outer self.
However, the contradictory nature of the ways in which cosmetic surgery is repre-
sented in popular culture, as indulgent, excessive and unnecessary, pitted against desirable,
necessary and normal, complicates and fragments the ideal self so it becomes hope-
lessly unstable. The juxtaposition of fear and desire associated with cosmetic surgery
and the complexity and intertwined nature of celebrity and makeover cultures makes the
boundaries of acceptable and desirable cosmetic surgery even narrower and ever more
elusive.
Youthful beauty as evidenced in celebrity culture now appears to be the only type of
beauty to aspire to. Weber suggests celebrity functions as a playing field on which a fas-
cinated and perplexed culture negotiates sites of identity (Weber 2009, p. 235). Indeed
individuals use celebrity as a nexus of identity negotiation. Through the matrix of post-
feminism and gossip culture, a new beauty norm has been created advocating the use of
cosmetic procedures on younger women, a norm that suggests youth must be held in limbo
through the use of cosmetic procedures throughout adult life and for as long as possible.
Endless reinvention
Vituperative representations of ageing women in post-feminist gossip culture emphasise
the need for continual reinvention. This discourse supports the notion that prescriptive
management of the ageing process will provide a means to ostensibly rescue the self.
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102 K. Fairclough
Women are taught to internalise temporal constraints and only through a variety of pre-
scriptive cosmetic technologies will they be able to defy time. Ageing in celebrity culture
emphasises continual engagement with corporeal intervention. Only by fighting age cor-
rectly, being subject to hyper-scrutiny and passing internalised tests, will the celebrity
become accepted as an ideal model of selfhood and achieve the desired, but transient, state
of perfection. Indeed, gossip bloggers alter public understanding of female celebrities by
vilifying them, scrutinising their every move, labelling them ‘sluts’, ‘has-beens’, ‘fame-
whores’ and ‘train-wrecks’ for transgressing perceived norms of femininity. The deeply
gerontophobic media and current anxieties around older famous women have driven a
fear of ageing that is deeply ingrained in celebrity culture and is now crucial to post-
feminist culture. Temporal problems are perceived as fixable only through engaging in
a post-feminist, essentialist version of femininity where most can be solved by utilising
cosmetic technologies and procedures correctly. The gossip industry encourages a micro-
scrutiny of the ageing self where no aspect of physical appearance can be left unattended
and which must always be subject to ‘making over’. This suggests that the locus of power
and agency for women of all ages now resides within displays of hyper-femininity, where
the power of the spending and sexual varieties are inscribed as the only ones worth striv-
ing for. This prescriptive approach to selfhood present in the convergence of celebrity and
makeover cultures is endlessly unattainable, only briefly satisfying and ultimately never
fulfilling.
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